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We describe a set of front-end macros for IHTML which make it extremely easy to produce
certain dimensions of hypertexts which Ted Nelson, in his original concept of hypertext
referred to as "Stretch Text." However, by placing these macros within the ConText
(intensional document) paradigm, we refine that concept beyond Nelson's vision as well,
renaming the attribute in the intensional context "Poptext".
Two Cheers for the World Wide Web
The World Wide Web may be one of the technological wonders of the world,
but there's still plenty of room for improvement.
The Web is based on the notion of hypertext, a concept invented and named by
Ted Nelson in the 60's [2]. In many people's minds, hypertext is the Web - a
collection of pages with embedded links to other pages.
Nelson, however, proposed a much more general and open-ended definition of
hypertext. He described it simply as nonsequential writing, in which the reader "can
go instantly in a choice of directions from any given point" [2].
In traditional, paper-based sequential writing the reader proceeds from
beginning to end, and from the top of each page to the bottom. Some forms of print
depart slightly from sequentiality. The pages of newspapers and magazines present
the reader with a mosaic of articles and images. Much of the information is
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order. Catalogues and reference works are also written often for random access to a
pre-existing target.
Still, individual articles, whether in a magazine or reference tome, are
sequential in composition. These limitations are imposed by the physical properties
of printed paper as a medium.
The Web, as medium, has not moved too far beyond its paper cousin when it
comes to documents. It is still based on a very conservative, paper-like, notion of
hypertext. The basic unit is the page, and the only nonlinear feature is the link,
which takes the reader from one page to the next. Unlike paper, these next pages
can be jarringly dissimilar, a point to which we shall return. Still, at any given
moment in a web document,  readers have only a limited set of directions in which
to proceed. They can scan the visible part of the current page; proceed linearly
(scroll) through current page; or jump to one of the pages linked from the current
one. This usually makes the previous page from which they clicked disappear from
view.
In Nelson's words, referring to the current state of hyperlinks, "[these are] the
minimal concession to hypertext that a sequence-and-hierarchy chauvinist could
possibly make" [3]. It is hardly surprising, then, that some of the best-designed sites
copy the magazine format: a small collection of pages, each a mosaic of linear text.
Most could be printed and browsed off-line, on paper. So far the main feature of the
web is not so much what hyperlinks have done to create a rapid virtual thumb to flip
through linked pages. Rather, it is simply availability: now the data from these
paper-based magazines is online, and these vast amounts of material can be
searched quickly. This is the benefit of the Web as engine, not interface.
Intensional HTML
The Intensional HTML (IHTML) project [4,5,7] is an attempt to repair the
deficiencies in HTML by making it practical to author Web pages that vary over a
multidimensional version space. (This work grew out of the system of Plaice and
Wadge originally designed for software version management [1]).
At first sight IHTML addresses only one of the deficiencies of HTML (lack of
versioning), which is not the most serious shortcoming. However, as schraefel
showed in “A Thousand Papers for ISLIP ‘97” [4] multidimensional versioning
makes possible the authoring of parametrizable documents that the reader can
interactively reconfigure. This is something new: documents rendered by a user that
can vary not only in terms of document content, but also in document structure.
Each transaction with such a ConText (Conversational Text) becomes a choice
made by the reader as to the direction of the next step to take in the process of
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The result is that ConTexts can offer the reader a much richer choice of
directions in which to travel, as well as the possibility of moving through smaller,
more manageable texts, without losing the context of one's journey through the
document space.
One of the components of Schraefel’s ConText paradigm that makes this
management possible is versioning document components on Degree of Detail, a
more refined version of what Nelson refers to as “stretch text”
Degree of Detail in IHTML
Nelson’s Stretchtext is text that exists in many different lengths and whose
length can be varied interactively by the reader. Nelson suggested a length control
lever; pulling back on the lever causes new words to appear in previously empty
spaces, while pushing forward has the effect of removing them again. With the lever
pushed all the way forward, we might see only the title; with it pulled all the way
back, we might get the full text of a long article.
ConTexts envisions this notion of stretching text as exposing variable degrees
of detail in a document, but not just by amount of detail of a given extensional text.
These degrees of detail can also be versioned themselves across other dimensions
such as Level of Expertise of any given document version; the stretched
components as well can include additional components from other dimensions or
other rendered structures depending on the user's chosen parameters. In other words,
the notion of degree of detail is part of a paradigm for document construction that
allows the reader to “focus” on parts of a document from that reader's global,
general and local, specific requests of the document.
We can formalize a Nelson-esque stretchtext as a ConText that varies in a
single numerical depth parameter (dimension). At depth 0 we see only the title, at
depth (say) 10 we see the whole article.
In 1998, we implemented this degree-of-detail extension of IHTML with the
<iselect> construct.  (a kind of case statement) to conditionally include portions of
text.
Suppose, for example, we want the depth 0 text to read
Computer screens will be the entire structure of
tomorrow's publishing and libraries.
and we want the depth 1 text to read
Computer screens will be not merely the basis of office systems and
systems for writers but eventually the entire structure of tomorrow's
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page in a single browser window, a link frequently takes a user to a new context
where there may be only a tenuous relationship between the previous link and the
current window. While we have not yet tested this formally, our early research
supports findings well known in interface design: user comfort and confidence
increases when the navigation space from one task to another remains similar.
Standard HTML leaping often breaks this connexion [6].
In  a single, non-framed web page ConTextual document using just Poptext, we
can reduce the contextual breakdown that occurs in regular HTML. Where the
document, for instance, is collapsed to all headers, the user can take in the scope of
the document immediately. When a component is clicked, it is expanded within the
current screen, rather than triggering a leap to another screen. The user does not lose
the current context.
Our hypothesis at this stage is that, when the user can  shrink or expand detail
or shift level of expertise within the current document window, that is, can make
these adjustments without shifting contexts, the opportunities for comfort,
confidence and learning are increased. Poptexts makes even this single benefit of
the ConText document paradigm available to the millions.
Appendix A: Examples
1. Examples of Poptext from original chunks can be viewed throughout
schraefel’s website at http://lucy.uvic.ca/shaka, as well as at
http://lucy.uvic.ca/mc/proto/sampling
2. Examples of the troff/nroff implementation of Poptext on legacy text, can be
found at http://lucy.uvic.ca/~wwadge/refman.html
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